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Affairs Canada et du Nord Canada 


CONTEMPORARY INDIAN AND INUIT ART OF CANADA 
CANADA 


The growth of contemporary art by Canada's native people has 
brought a new a them, as to all Canadians, of their 
heritage, viewpoints and creative expression. This expression 
finds form in art that interprets their own world view of 


cultures that are rapidly changing. 


From the late 1940's to the present, Indian and Inuit artists 
have combined traditional skills and legends with new, 


contemporary methods of expression. This has resulted in 


by the nation as a whole. In staging this exhibition, Canada 


Pays tribute to the accomplishments of its native people. 


Although the cultures of the Indians and Inuit have undergone 
transition influenced by the acceleration of social, political 
and economic changes, there continues to be a strong commitment 


Oo traditional values and the land. 


2 aes 


ile new techniques such as printmaking have become a part of 
native art, the old skills have not been forgotten and are now 
an integral part of this art. Asa result, these works of art 
ave become a powerful and vital record of Canada's native 
ulture. 
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Indian Art 

From cities and reserve communities across Canada, Indian 
artists express their unique message in all media. Out of 
this diversity emerge common themes which link artists of 


different generations and various cultural backgrounds. 


The contemporary art of Canada's Indians reveals a rich 
variety of imagery and styles. While drawing on their own 
traditions as well as modernism in art, native artists 
eloquently bridge past and present and strive to achieve a 
balance between these two worlds. The Indian component of the 
exhibition has been arranged according to four modes of art 
which have evolved from the artists' main areas of concern: 

1. The expression of paradox (two worlds): The challenge of 
the present is the concern of a group of artists who have 
adopted a modernist approach designed to provoke questions 
about the place of traditional Indian beliefs in the 
modern world. Making use of images from surrealism or 
expressionism, assemblage or other contemporary styles, 
these artists present the viewer with visual paradoxes. 

2. Realism (People and places): The search for identity has 
led many artists back to memories of childhood, to familiar 
scenes of everyday life and to the faces which people the 
communities they live in. The images always picture 
particular seasonal activities, specific individuals and 
often the artists themselves. While some are intimate and 
anecdotal, others record a way of life kept alive only in 


the memories of the elders. 
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3. The exploration of the oral tradition: In the past three 
decades there has been a major revival of interest in 
traditional mythology and religion among Canadian Indians. 
The awareness that the knowledge of these beliefs was 
being lost spurred members of the native community to 
record the traditions before they vanished. Artists have 
been in the vanguard of this effort, and it is through the 
visual record they are creating, that much of this knowledge 
is being preserved. 

4. Formalism: An emerging group of contemporary native 
artists who have focused on another aspect of the Indian 
heritage have drawn their inspiration from the aesthetic 
qualities of traditional native art. The formal ideas and 
designs are derived from the quillwork, beadwork, basketry, 
painting, and carving of earlier art forms. Out of these 


are created striking new works which are totally modern. 


mou. t. Art 
Contemporary Canadian Inuit art is rooted in the imagery, 
eeagitionsa and skills, of an old and rich Arctic culture, 


and has matured in a period of cultural tradition. 


Beginning in the late 1940's, a time when much of the Arctic 
was suffering hardships, various projects were organized to 
encourage Inuit to further develop and expand their creative 
talents as a means of support. In communities across the 


Arctic, stone carving became the vehicle for an outpouring of 
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beautiful and imaginative work which has not only provided 
Inuit with an additional source of income but has also since 


developed into a major Canadian art form. 


Inuit artists, both young and old, have consistently turned to 
nemories of camp life, to their knowledge of the animal world 
and to the stories and legends of their grandparents for their 
subject matter. Collectively, their artworks have become a 
strong and vital record of the traditional Inuit ways. The 
[nuit component of this exhibit has been organized according 
co three main art forms: 

L. Sculpture: These works reveal the Inuit's intimate and 
interdependent relationship with the land and its animals. 
Classic themes such as symbolic mother-and-child groups, 
commanding spiritual and mythological representations, 
powerfully executed animal studies and descriptive scenes 
of daily life are given form. 

’. Printmaking: This form, which began in the late 1950's 
links the past with new modes of artistic expression. 

The stoneblock printing method, devised in northern 
workshops, has become a uniquely Inuit contribution to the 
history of Canadian art, and defined the essential character 
of Inuit prints. As well, other media, particularly 
engraving, silkscreen and lithography have been introduced 


to extend the image-maker's possibilities. 
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3. Wallhangings: In a number of Inuit communities, textile 
arts have emerged from the traditional sewing skills. 
Using appliqué and embroidery, Inuit women create 
wallhangings that combine colour, shape and texture in 
powerful two-dimensional images. A variation of this 
medium has been developed in one community where woven 


tapestries are made. 


Today's generation of Inuit artists, men and women who were 

born on the land but have lived most of their lives in permanent 
settlements, see their work as a profession and a means of 
capturing and remembering the past. Their work is guided by a 
keen awareness of the history and conventions of the art and, 
within this framework, a desire to search for new possibilities 
in individual expression. The subject, once itself the main 


focus, is now a vehicle for further expression. 


October 1983 
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